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Ultraconservative candidate Alvaro Uribe Velez, running as an independent with the Primero
Colombia coalition, won Colombia's presidential elections on May 26. It was the first time in 50
years a candidate not backed by either the traditional Partido Conservador or Partido Liberal won
the presidency. Uribe is also the first president in 12 years, since the runoff was adopted, to win on
the first ballot. He will take office Aug. 7 for the period 2002-2006.
The Registraduria Nacional del Estado Civil, in charge of elections, said that Uribe, a former
governor of the northwestern province of Antioquia, took 52.9% of the votes, Horacio Serpa of
the Partido Liberal took 31.7%, Luis Eduardo Garzon of the Polo Democratico took 6.2%, and
independent Noemi Sanin took 5.8%. Francisco Santos Calderon will be the new vice president.
Santos, 40, is part of the family that owns Colombia's leading daily El Tiempo. Only 46% of eligible
voters went to the polls. The 54% abstention rate, high by Colombian standards, meant that only
24% of eligible voters elected Uribe, straining the validity of the media's depiction of his election as
an "unprecedented mandate."
Outgoing President Andres Pastrana approaches the end of his term with an approval rating of
barely 15%. His failure to forge peace with the guerrillas contributed to the crisis in his Partido
Conservador, which, for the first time in its history, did not run a presidential candidate. The US was
quick to show its support for Uribe.
US Ambassador in Colombia Anne Patterson arrived at Uribe's campaign headquarters to
congratulate him even before he declared victory. "Colombia and the US have many big issues to
deal with, drug trafficking, human rights, and the fight against terrorism," she said. "We're ready
to work with the next government." The elections were marred by an atmosphere of violence and
intimidation in many parts of the country. They were the first elections in which the right-wing
paramilitary Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) openly endorsed a candidate and pressured
voters to back him.
In AUC-controlled areas, campaigning for Uribe's rivals was prohibited. As soon as the results were
known, the AUC posted a congratulatory message, written by its military commander Salvatore
Mancuso, on its Web site, calling Uribe a "worthy president." At the same time, the guerrillas
warned the population in areas under their influence not to vote for Uribe and even threatened to
attack villages and towns where a large number of the votes went to him.
"The crises of the political system and the structure of the state," manifested by the lack of authority
and the clash between the various armed groups, "are coming together in these elections,"
researcher Luis Valencia at the public Universidad Nacional told the Inter Press Service. Valencia
said that "the war has been politicized" and the "clientelist and mafioso political system is fully
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focused on the conflict." For the first time, he said, the war fully permeated the electoral process,
both in the March legislative elections and in the current presidential poll.
Uribe's victory marks a sharp shift to the right by an electorate battered by years of violence. Uribe
opposed Pastrana's peace strategy and campaigned with the slogan "firm hand, big heart." He
vowed to force rebels to make concessions and reopen dialogue. Uribe's hard-line rhetoric concerns
human rights advocates who fear his policies could worsen the country's already abysmal human
rights record.
As governor of Antioquia between 1995 and 1997, Uribe encouraged the creation of campesino
security cooperatives known as CONVIVIR that became vigilante groups with ties to the army and
evolved into the AUC. But Uribe said he would not let criticism from international human rights
groups derail his plans to crack down on guerrillas. In a radio interview just before the elections,
Uribe said he would not buckle under the criticism just to please people at "international cocktail
parties." "If they think they are going to pressure me into retreating on the public-order issue,
they are wrong," he said. "We are going to do it with transparency in human rights, but with total
firmness."

Uribe says he will seek UN help
A strong advocate of US military aid, Uribe has pledged to double the number of police and
soldiers. Currently, conscription calls for all men to serve one year of military duty. But high school
graduates primarily the children of the middle and upper classes can fulfill their military service
in noncombat-related duties. Families with money can bribe officials to let their sons avoid service
completely. Without a change in the draft laws, Uribe's plan to expand the armed forces will
mean increased recruitment of Colombia's poor, who already make up most of the combatants of
all three armed groups: the military, the paramilitaries, and the guerrillas. Uribe said he would
ask UN Secretary General Kofi Annan for UN help in contacting the guerrillas and assessing
their willingness to resume peace negotiations in return for a cessation of hostilities and a halt to
terrorism.
"Uribe is trying to tone down the impression that he's a warmonger and calm down the
international community," said Daniel Garcia-Pena, a former peace negotiator and campaign
manager for Garzon. "I don't see it as realistic, given the huge distance between the two sides,"
he said, adding that the government entered into peace talks in 1999 without suggesting a ceasefire. "Laying down arms was never on the agenda. The FARC considers arms their only way to
protect themselves. They simply will not touch that topic." Some analysts said Uribe's suggestion
of international mediation was a smokescreen. "It's an olive branch for internal and international
consumption," said Bruce Bagley of the University of Miami. "It's a smart gesture but behind it all is
Uribe's iron fist."
Uribe's agenda goes beyond the crackdown on guerrillas. He plans a referendum to nearly halve the
size of Congress and reduce corruption. He also promised to create jobs, build roads, revolutionize
education, and trim a bloated public pension system. The new president has a monumental task:
some 64% of Colombians live in poverty, while political strife and rampant crime make the country
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53081
ISSN: 1089-1560

one of the most violent on earth. In 2001, the number of displaced people reached 2 million. In
addition, 160 trade unionists were assassinated, as were 10 journalists, four priests, and 13 human
rights workers. More than 3,000 people were kidnapped and another 259 were disappeared. Dozens
of academics and other prominent people were forced into exile after receiving death threats. "He's
got a Herculean task before him," said Bagley. "It's going to be extremely difficult to fulfill even part
of what he aspires to do during his four years of the presidency."

Experts expect increased violence
Analyst Juan Carlos Ruiz said guerrilla actions would no doubt intensify during the transition period
and into the first months of the new administration to show the new president who and what he is
dealing with. "There will be a period of intensification of the conflict, because the new government
will try to back the insurgents against the wall, and they will try to prove their strength, but in the
end, the violence will end up forcing renewed negotiations," Ruiz said. Before the elections, Pablo
Franky, political scientist at the Universidad Javeriana, said that whoever won, the new president
would end up looking for an agreement with the rebels as the only way to reduce the intensity of the
violence. He said the president would have to think of the social cost of his decisions, and extremist
positions would risk widespread instability.
Several analysts also predict that, if the military are incapable of defeating the guerrillas, which most
experts believe will be the case, the Colombians who supported a military solution will again opt
for a negotiated peace. They said returning to the negotiating table will be difficult, given the level
of violence in the country, but sooner or later, the new president will have to accept dialogue as the
only solution. Sen. Antonio Navarro Wolff, a former guerrilla commander, said Colombia should
expect "even more difficult times" in the wake of the Uribe victory. "More than strong-arm tactics,"
what Colombia's social crisis needs is "intelligence, and alternatives for negotiated solutions," said
Navarro, who backed Garzon in the election.
Although he received just over 6% of the vote, Garzon was a big winner in the election. A former
trade unionist and candidate for the left-leaning Polo Democratico, he went from numbers that
barely registered on the polls to a respectable third-place showing in three months, receiving more
votes than any leftist candidate in modern Colombian history. "I always felt there was an important
space because the traditional parties were in such a crisis," said Garzon. He said that the guerrillas
have "a political characteristic" and only a negotiated solution, not war, will end Colombia's
grinding conflict. His push for improved education, health, and social services, as well as his calls
for a careful and measured liberalization of the economy, appealed to voters tired of the country's
economic stagnation. Garzon said he would lead a strong opposition to the Uribe government. He
said his movement would work to "defend peace, political negotiation, and political, economic, and
social reform." If the new administration's aim is to "cut economic and social rights and deepen
the war, Uribe will not find us an ally, but rather a group that is radically opposed," he said. He has
often said that he prefers "an imperfect peace process to a perfect war."

-- End --
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